TSARIST   BACKGROUND                        IOI

today it has become possible to suggest at all, without
grotesque absurdity, any comparison between Moscow and
London, is in itself the measure of a notable change. Who
would have dared the comparison in 1914.'*

Again, in our estimate of the achievements of the
twenty-one years of Soviet rule, or of the five years during
which the Soviet Union has established socialism, we shall
do well to remember that not only was Russia handicapped
with a mediaeval agriculture, but posses&ed as the human
element for its modernization a peasantry the most ignorant,
superstitious, and backward that Europe could show; a
peasantry not only using the wooden plough, but wishing
for no better; a peasantry capable of fighting burning
thatch m a cottage conflagration with gallons of milk,
through superstitious dread of using water foi the purpose.

We must remember, too, that Russian industry lacked
craftsmen and skilled technicians, and that her educational
system lacked teachers. The absence of skilled human
instruments in the rebuilding of Russia on modern lines
was Russia's heaviest handicap. Soviet rulers had to start
from scratch and feel their way, or force it, step by step.

It was vain to expect Utopia and blameless advance in
Soviet Russia, however noble might be the goal at which
she aimed. The Soviets inherited not only a crippled and
enfeebled industrial and agricultural order, and an in-
efficient population, they inherited also a tradition of
brutality unsurpassed by any Emopean country. The
violence of the recoil is the measure of the previous
oppression.

Nothing is more necessary than to distinguish between
what is inherent in the new system and what is inherited
from the old. For much of the past inheritance of Soviet
Russia has nothing to do with the socialism she is
practising. The extensive spy system, of earlier days (which
is still unfortunately to a certain extent proceeding),
the secret police, secret courts, and political executions
were not inherent in Sovietdom: they were a hangover
from the days of Tsardom. Soviet Russia imagined ihap
the break with the past had been absolute. Not so
however, does a people liberate itself from its social ]